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Spirituality, Character and Spiritual Development in Middle School Adolescents in Israel:  
A Longitudinal Study of Positive Development 
Ariel Kor 
Despite the robust evidence that spiritual development begins in childhood, the relationship 
between adolescent spirituality and positive development outcomes has been largely overlooked; 
thus, while the positive impact of spirituality on development has been established again and again, 
the empirical data on childhood and adolescent spirituality remains limited (Peterson & Seligman, 
2004; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). This topic, however, may be especially relevant in 
such turbulent times in education and development, particularly in the backdrop of the recent 
surging interest in character education.  
Using data from 1,352 middle-school adolescents who live throughout Israel, the current 
study examines the following hypotheses: 
1. Spirituality is a foundational facet of character, independent of interpersonal, 
intrapersonal and intellectual facets of character. 
2. Spirituality is stable over time during adolescent development. 
3. Spirituality is correlated with positive outcomes such as positive emotions, 
prosociality and life satisfaction, and with character strengths such as kindness, 
gratitude, perseverance, and perspective. 
4. Changes in spirituality over time are related to changes in positive outcomes and 
character strengths. 
Variables were measured according to several previously validated scales, completed in 
this study by the Israeli middle-school adolescents. Data were analyzed using a common factor 
  
 
model, latent class analysis and latent growth mixture modeling. The results revealed four distinct 
dimensions of strength/character among middle school adolescents: spiritual, interpersonal, 
intrapersonal, and intellectual. The emergence of a statistically autonomous spirituality factor, 
incorporating the various aspects of spirituality measured in the current study, suggests that 
spirituality is a divergent aspect of youth character, and one of the foundational aspects of 
character. The findings also suggest that spirituality is stable over time.  
The current study suggests meaningful relationships between spirituality and positive 
emotions, life satisfaction, prosociality, interpersonal character (e.g., prudence, judgment, self-
regulation, honesty, forgiveness, teamwork, humility), and intrapersonal character (e.g., zest, life 
orientation, humor, hope, perspective). Spirituality did not show meaningful relationships with 
intellectual character strengths. 
Lastly, these findings suggest that spirituality is longitudinally related to positive 
outcomes, and that adolescents with spiritual growth report the highest levels of positive emotions, 
life satisfaction, prosociality, and character strengths such as gratitude, kindness, honesty, 
perseverance, hope, and prudence, as well as the lowest levels of problems with peers. 
These findings suggest that spirituality is an important aspect of adolescent psychological 
development, both in terms of intrapersonal and interpersonal growth. Further research on this 
issue is warranted in order to determine whether the education of middle-school adolescents should 
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 “Not God, but life, more life, a larger, richer, more satisfying life, is, in the last analysis, the end 
of religion. The love of life, at any and every level of development, is the religious impulse.” 
(James, 1902/1982, p.453) 
 
Introduction 
In recent years, the arena of spirituality has garnered renewed interest in wide-ranging 
disciplines, including, as Benson, Scales, Syvertsen, and Roehlkepartain (2012) lay out, health 
(Hill & Pargament, 2003; Koenig, McCullough, & Larson, 2001), education (Lantieri, 2001; 
Miller, 2009), clinical psychology and psychotherapy (Miller & Kelley, 2006), personality 
(Emmons, 1999; Piedmont, 1999), family studies (Tarakeshwar, Swank, Pargament, & Mahoney, 
2001), developmental psychology (Benson, Roehlkepartain, & Rude, 2003), and positive youth 
development (Benson, Roehlkepartain, & Scales, 2012; King, 2008; Lerner, Roeser, & Phelps, 
2008). Moreover, the literature in the fields of positive psychology and thriving consistently 
indicates that spirituality and religion (e.g., Benson & Scales, 2009; Park & Peterson, 2005; 
Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Warren, Lerner, & Phelps, 2012) are associated with positive 
emotions and well-being (Johnson, 2008; King & Benson, 2006; Saroglou, Buxant, & Tilquin, 
2008). Although most of this research has been conducted on adults, childhood and adolescence 
have been theorized and observed to be spiritually formative periods, marked by the processes of 
questioning and exploring one’s religiosity and spirituality (Fowler, 1981; Good & Willoughby, 
2008; Kelley, Athan, & Miller, 2007; Marcia, 1980; Ozorak, 1989). Beginning in the early teens, 
many young people embark on a journey of contemplating and developing their religious, spiritual, 
and existential beliefs, and ideally achieve an intricate and developed self-understanding in 
emerging adulthood (Braskamp, 2008).  
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However, despite the long history of scientific investigation into spiritual development, the 
discipline (with the exception of some important new studies, such as Warren et al., 2012) has 
garnered relatively little attention from researchers in recent decades, especially in terms of youth 
development (Benson et al., 2003; Benson, Scales, et al., 2012). As King and Roeser observe 
(2009): 
Although significant attention was devoted to the religious development of adolescents in 
the early part of the twentieth century (e.g., Hall, 1904), and again in the late 1960s and 
1970s (see Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003), this topic was relatively 
neglected for much of the latter part of the twentieth century…. Benson, Roehlkepartain, 
and Rude (2003) documented this recent lack of attention to religious and spiritual 
development during childhood and adolescence by reviewing the frequency of publications 
on these topics in six top-tiered journals (Child Development, Developmental Psychology, 
International Journal of Behavioral Development, Journal of Adolescent Research, 
Journal of Early Adolescence, and Journal of Research on Adolescence). Of the 3,123 
articles published in these journals between 1990 and July 2002, only 27 or 0.9% 
referenced “religion,” “religious development,” “spirituality,” or “spiritual development” 
as key words. Repeating this search for the period from August 2002 to January 2008, we 
found that only 20 of the 1,530 published articles, or 1.3%, referenced these key words.  
(We went on to search the period between January 2008 and August 2015, and found that only 38 
of the 3,943 articles published, or 1.0%, included these terms.)  
Nonetheless, despite this disregard, a renewed interest in the spiritual and religious 
development of adolescents and its association to character has recently emerged (due to a 
combination of scientific, political and societal factors), particularly within the developmental 
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sciences (e.g., King & Roeser, 2009; Barrett & Richert, 2003; Bloom, 2007; Lerner, Roeser, & 
Phelps, 2008; Roehlkepartain, King, Wagener, & Benson, 2006), as major reviews in 
developmental psychology demonstrate that religion and spirituality remain prominent in 
adolescents’ psychological development (King & Boyatzis, 2015; Pargament, Mahoney, Exline, 
Jones, & Shafranske, 2013; Roehlkepartain et al., 2006). The most representative study of religion 
and spirituality in American youth found that 84% of American adolescents identify with a 
religious group (King & Boyatzis, 2015; Smith & Denton, 2005). Thus, while spirituality and 
religion are likely highly relevant to youth development (King & Boyatzis, 2015), the mechanisms 
by which they relate to other areas of character growth remain understudied. The current study, 
therefore, explores the relevance of spirituality to positive youth development and the longitudinal 
patterns underlying this relationship. 
Defining Spirituality and Religiosity 
A recent review of the descriptive attempts to define religiousness and spirituality shows 
that this field of study is overrun with confusion (King & Boyatzis, 2015; Pargament et al., 2013), 
though it is slowly moving towards greater clarity. In scholarship, as well as in popular culture, 
the constructs of spirituality and religiosity are increasingly divergent (Koenig, McCoullough, & 
Larson, 2001), with spirituality being perceived as more individually constructed and religion as 
more socially constructed (e.g., Benson, Scales, et al., 2012; Hill & Pargament, 2003; Hill et al., 
2000; Kapuscinski & Masters, 2010). That is, religiosity is often referred to as “the extent to which 
an individual has a relationship with a particular institutionalized religion’s approach to ultimate 
reality” (King & Boyatzis, 2015). Benson, Scales, et al. (2012) define spirituality as “a 
constellation of beliefs, practices and experiences that are defined as distinct from, although related 
to, religious ritual, doctrine and orthodoxy”, while Koenig et al. (2001) view it as “a personal quest 
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for understanding answers to ultimate questions about life, about meaning, and about one’s 
relationship to the sacred or transcendent, which may (or may not) lead to a rise from the 
development of religious rituals and the formation of community” (p. 18). Koenig et al. (2001) 
also align spirituality with a “’search for the sacred’, in which the sacred is an individual’s concept 
of God, the divine, and transcendent reality” (King & Boyatzis, 2015). Researchers of positive 
youth development rely on similar definitions of spirituality, such as the capacity for self-
transcendence, with the goal of finding meaning, awareness, purpose and connectedness (Benson, 
Scales, et al., 2012; Lerner et al., 2008).  
Hill et al. (2000) note that “few phenomena may be as integral across life span development 
as religious or spiritual concerns” (p. 53). As Scott (as cited in Zinnbauer, Pargament, & Scott, 
1999; and Macdonald, 2000) found in two separate studies, the majority of researchers agree that 
spirituality is multidimensional, which is perhaps why this area of study does not fit neatly into 
any one social science field. Consequently, in this study, spirituality is conceptualized as a 
multifaceted latent construct, and is assessed here using measures that have been validated for 
capturing the construct of spirituality (and not religion), including various aspects of personally 
constructed meaning, sacredness, and commitment to spiritual life. 
Defining Character Strengths 
Another area of conceptual and empirical confusion is the structure and facets of character 
strengths. As explained by Park, Tsukayama, Patrick and Duckworth (in preparation):  
Character strengths refer to stable but malleable dispositions to act, think, and feel 
in ways that benefit the individual and society (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Other terms—
including character skills, virtues, life skills, soft skills, social and emotional skills, learning 
mindsets, developmental assets, non-cognitive factors, etc.—are preferred by different 
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authors and for different reasons. By whatever name, character strengths have long been 
considered an essential aspect of healthy human development (Aristotle, in Schwartz, B., 
& Sharpe, K. E., 2006). No label for this category of personal qualities is without its critics, 
and in our view, none is perfect (Duckworth & Yeager, 2015; Kamenetz, 2015).  
Nonetheless, in similar fashion to Park et al. (in preparation), this study will use the term 
character strengths, a term fostered by the Positive Psychology movement, which, for over a 
decade now, has been examining the aspects of character that encourage individuals, as well as 
communities, to flourish and thrive (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The focus of the movement’s 
work has been twofold: (1) positive character development; and (2) positive subjective 
experiences. This research, however, has centered on adult populations (e.g., Peterson, Ruch, 
Beerman, Park, & Seligman, 2007; Ruch et al., 2010), while adolescents and adolescent positive 
character development has been studied to a far lesser degree (Park & Peterson, 2006; Van Eeden, 
Wissing, Dreyer, Park, & Peterson, 2008; Weber, Ruch, Littman-Ovadia, Lavy, & Gai, 2013). To 
date, the vast majority of scientific study on the development of character has highlighted 
achievement and personal success (Duckworth, 2007). More recently, educators have begun 
asking whether achievement, or cultivating minds, should be the focus of character development, 
and whether our collective society has been marginalizing what is becoming known as “education 
of the heart” (Moore, 1997).  
The paradigm of character strength used by the Positive Psychology movement is called 
Values in Action (VIA) and was developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004). As Toner, Haslam, 
Robinson and Williams (2012) lay out, this classification scheme arranges 24 character strengths 
under six theoretically and rationally derived virtues: (1) Wisdom and Knowledge (curiosity, love 
of learning, judgment, creativity, perspective); (2) Courage (bravery, industry, integrity, zest); (3) 
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Humanity (love, kindness, social intelligence); (4) Justice (citizenship, fairness, leadership); (5) 
Temperance (forgiveness, modesty, prudence, self-control); and (6) Transcendence (appreciation 
of beauty, gratitude, hope, humor, spirituality). Among adults, these strengths are measured using 
the VIA Inventory of Strengths questionnaire (VIA-IS), which has been shown to possess strong 
cross-cultural consistency (Toner et al., 2012; Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006; Seligman, Steen, 
Park, & Peterson, 2005) and to provide a classification of positive characteristics that is more 
comprehensive than the Big Five personality traits: Openness, Consciousness, Extraversion, 
Agreeableness and Neuroticism (Haslam, Bain, & Neal, 2014). 
The VIA-IS was adapted for use in children and adolescents, ages 10 to 17 years, in the 
form of the VIA-Youth, and is one of few empirical studies on character in youth (VIA-Youth; 
Park & Peterson, 2006). As Toner et al. (2012) assert, “The VIA-Youth has undergone 
considerable psychometric testing by its authors, who purport it to possess reliable internal 
consistency, reliability and validity (Park & Peterson, 2006). The VIA-Youth has also been 
adapted for use in German (Weber, Ruch, Park, & Peterson, 2008) and South African (Van Eeden, 
Wissing, Deyer, Park, & Peterson, 2008) samples.” It has also been used in Israeli samples 
(Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012). 
The innovation of the VIA-Youth has contributed greatly to our ability to distinguish 
between character strengths among individuals, and given us a framework for conceptualizing 
character in youth. Although the empirical evidence for the factor structure of this scheme has 
been mixed, with inconsistent numbers of higher-order factors and discrepancies in their associated 
compositions (Gillham et al., 2011; Park & Peterson, 2006; Ruch, Weber, & Park, 2013; Toner et 
al., 2012; Weber et al., 2013; Park et al., in preparation), they all contain factors that represent 
interpersonal, intrapersonal, and intellectual strengths, with the additional factor of transcendence, 
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as it is referred to by Positive Psychology researchers (see Table A; Park et al., in preparation). 
Prior studies have found factors relating to behavior towards other people (interpersonal or other-
directed strengths), behavior towards the self (intrapersonal or self-directed), and a factor 
reflecting the intellectual character (curiosity and love of learning). 
The current study will utilize the VIA-Youth as both a measurement tool and theoretical 
model of youth character. 
Table A 
Number and labels of virtue dimensions from selected publications. 
     







     


































































































Gillham et al. 
(2011) 







































Spirituality and Character 
The current study explores the relevance of spirituality, defined as a connection with the 
sacred, to character development among youth. Previous research and theory is sparse. From the 
perspective of youth development, Benson et al. (2003) initially postulated that spiritual 
development is: 
…the process of growing the intrinsic human capacity for self-transcendence, in which the 
self is embedded in something greater than itself, including the sacred. It is the 
developmental ‘engine’ that propels the search for connectedness, meaning, purpose, and 
contribution. It is shaped both within and outside of religious traditions, beliefs, and 
practices (p. 205-206).  
More recent research indicates that spiritual development also focuses on “transactions that are 
characterized by transcendence leading to a clarity and commitment of beliefs and identity 
resulting in behaviors that contribute to the self and society” (King & Boyatzis, 2015, p. 179). 
A review of the literature strongly suggests that there is no one overarching theory of 
religious or spiritual development nor of the stability of spirituality in development (King & 
Boyatzis, 2015). In fact, little attention has been given to defining what spiritual development 
actually means and what it is that develops (Benson et al., 2012). As King and Roeser explain 
(2009, p. 439), “the study of religiosity and spirituality in developmental science hinges upon 
whether it is possible to formulate good theories from which scientists derive clear and 
scientifically tractable definitions of what religion and spirituality are substantively, what they do 
functionally….and how they develop systematically.” Reviews of developmental theories may be 
helpful in understanding the nature and function of spirituality in development (King & Boyatzis, 
2015); they range from the psychoanalytic approach (Rizzuto, 1979); attachment theory (Bowlby, 
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1998; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990; Granqvist & Dickie, 2006); cognitive-developmental approach 
(Long, Elkind, & Spilka, 1967); faith development theory (Fowler, 1981); relational 
developmental systems (Lerner et al., 2006; Overton, 2013); and reciprocating spirituality (King 
& Benson, 2006).  
Among scientists, there is much less consensus about what exactly develops in spiritual 
development, and how (Benson et al., 2012; Good et al., 2011; King & Boyatzis, 2015; Warren et 
al., 2012). Nonetheless, the argument for a link between biological-level variables and religious 
and spiritual development is gaining support (Harris et al., 2009; Johnson, Blum, & Giedd, 2009; 
King & Boyatzis, 2015). For example, Slavich and Cole’s (2013) review of human social genomics 
suggests that spiritual practices and their associated positive states, such as gratitude and 
connectedness, may affect genome regulation and genetic transcription (King & Boyatzis, 2015). 
In 2006, the Search Institute embarked on the most comprehensive exercise to date on 
defining spirituality in adolescence (Benson & Scales, 2009), in collaboration with a large group 
of international scholars, theologians, educators and practitioners. What emerged is that spirituality 
is an “intrinsic capacity that propels young people to link their discovery of self and the world in 
pursuit of a flourishing life” (Benson et al., 2012, p. 479). As Johnson (2008) writes, spiritual 
development is a “distinct human capacity to become aware of what is truly vital in life….[It] is 
about orienting life toward what most vitally matters. It is about fostering richer, deeper, fuller life, 
by carefully attending to its spirit” (p. 26). 
Benson and Roehlkepartain (2008) have postulated that the central dynamics of spiritual 
development include connecting, awareness and awakening, and integrating these into a 
purposeful and proactive life. An international study of 7,600 adolescents, conducted by Benson 
et al. (2009), has led to defining spiritual development as the dynamic and active process by which 
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adolescents (1) undertake and build connection, awareness and creating a life of strength; and 2) 
interact with religious and spiritual ideals, practices and traditions in working through these 
developmental processes. 
Universal Spirituality and Spiritual Development 
Over the past decade, researchers have started to invest in disentangling the various facets 
of adolescent spirituality (King & Boyatzis, 2015). In an attempt to obtain a global picture of youth 
spirituality, Benson, Scales, et al. (2012) surveyed 6,725 young people, between the ages of 12 
and 25, from eight countries in five continents. One set of items identified four psychological 
processes integral to spiritual development: connecting with others through pro-social beliefs and 
actions, discovering meaning, mindfulness, and alignment with values and action (Benson, Scales, 
et al., 2012; King & Boyatzis, 2015). Another set of items, which set out to measure religious and 
spiritual engagement, furnished the following factors: spiritual practices, apprehension of 
God/Force, spiritual experiences, and religious practices (Benson, Scales, et al., 2012; King & 
Boyatzis, 2015). All were valid across the countries that participated in the study, and across their 
respective religions and spiritual representations. While the Search Institute’s study is preliminary, 
it does imply that spirituality plays a significant role in the lives of youth across diverse cultural 
and religious backgrounds. Latent Class Analysis (LCA) rendered six types of spiritual 
development, which emphasized various combinations of spiritual variables (such as praying and 
experiencing a higher power or God) and religious variables (such as learning sacred texts and 
attending religious services) (King & Boyatzis, 2015). While the Benson study is important and 
highlights new research directions, its major limitation is that it was not longitudinal.  
A review of the studies on spiritual development (e.g., Warren et al., 2012) suggests that 
there is no simple conceptualization, nor overarching mechanism, for assessing spirituality. The 
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findings from research conducted globally indicate that spiritual development is an arena within 
human development “that pertains to finding significance, meaning, and the sacred through 
connection to self and other” (King & Boyatzis, 2015). 
The growing body of research on spiritual development has shown that adolescent 
spirituality is impacted by a social ecology comprised of family influence (e.g., Desrosiers, Kelly, 
& Miller, 2011; Smith & Denton, 2005); peer influences (such as the NYSR results; Smith & 
Denton, 2005; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006; Gunnoe & Moore, 2002); social and mentor influences 
(Wan Fadzilah, Muhamad, & Daing Nasir, 2004; Barret, Pearson, Muller, & Frank, 2007); 
immigration (Jensen, 2008); and race and ethnicity (Mattis, Ahluwalia, Cowie, & Kirklan-Harris, 
2006). 
Recent empirical studies over the past decade have ventured into an exploration of how 
spirituality and religiosity are potentially important anchors for adolescent development (King, 
2003; King & Boyatzis, 2015). Nonetheless, because most of these studies are correlational, it is 
difficult to argue for any form of causality (King & Boyatzis, 2015). While most of this research 
assumes that it is the spiritual or religious involvement among adolescents that leads to positive 
outcomes, it is hard to argue that a reverse directionality is not also possible (King & Boyatzis, 
2015). It is, therefore, important to note that the direction of causality in the field of spiritual 
development remains murky at best, which emphasizes the need for research designs that are 
longitudinal and that test causal relationships (King & Boyatzis, 2015). 
Spirituality and Positive Youth Development 
Youth development as a research field has a rich tradition across multiple disciplines. 
Positive youth development emerged as a field that pays attention to “what can go right with young 
people rather than what can go wrong” (King & Boyatzis, 2015). The emphasis is on thriving, 
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which encompasses a range of positive behaviors and emotions (such as prosociality), and the 
process that leads to optimal human development (Benson, Scales, Hamilton, & Sesma, 2006).  
Although the topic of adolescent spirituality has largely been absent from mainstream 
developmental psychology, reviews of the intersection between personal and institutionalized 
expressions of spirituality and thriving are becoming more common (Benson & Scales, 2011; King 
& Roeser, 2009; Benson & Roehlkepartain, 2008; Lerner, Roeser, & Phelps, 2008). Of particular 
importance is Warren et al.’s (2012) edited volume, Thriving and Spirituality Among Youth, which 
examines a multitude of studies on the role of spirituality and religiosity in thriving (King & 
Boyatzis, 2015). Many of the studies indicated that both spirituality and religiosity effected 
thriving directly, and that spirituality effected adolescent thriving beyond religion (Dowling et al., 
2004; King & Boyatzis, 2015; Warren et al., 2012). However, a recent meta-analysis of 75 studies 
demonstrated that the vast majority of research in this field has focused on risk factors (Yonker, 
Schnabelrauch, & DeHaan, 2012).   
It is important to note that all major frameworks of positive psychology, as well as positive 
youth development, from the past two decades include references to, and discussions of, 
spirituality as a core concept, including the National Research Council’s personal and social assets 
(National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2002); Catalano and colleagues’ protective 
factors (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004); the Search Institute’s 
developmental assets (Leffert et al., 1998); Peterson and Seligman’s VIA (Seligman et al., 2005); 
and adolescent thriving (Lerner, Alberts, Anderson, & Dowling, 2006; Benson & Scales, 2009).   
Extensive research shows that spirituality functions as a protective factor against risk-
taking behavior, such as delinquency, substance abuse, substance use, suicide, sexual activity, 
depression, anxiety, and criminal behavior (Desrosiers & Miller, 2008; King & Boyatzis, 2015; 
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King & Roeser, 2009; Sinha, Cnaan, & Gelles, 2007; Smith & Denton, 2005). Correlations were 
found to be significant and modest (Yonker et al., 2012). 
Although there is some research on the positive outcomes of spirituality and the 
relationship between spirituality and thriving, the picture is much murkier in this domain (Benson, 
Scales, Sesma, & Roehlkepartain, 2005; Furrow, King, & White, 2004; Dowling et al., 2004). 
Religion and spirituality equip adolescents with protective factors that foster well-being, positive 
mental health and coping (King & Boyatzis, 2015; Mahoney, Pendleton, & Ihrke, 2006). These 
findings, however, are preliminary in that these studies have focused almost exclusively on 
correlational relationships, hence making it impossible to establish causality (King and Boyatzis, 
2015).   
Spirituality and religiosity have been found to be positively associated with life satisfaction 
(Kelley & Miller, 2007; Kim, Miles-Mason, Kim, & Esquivel, 2013); academic achievement 
(Milot & Ludden, 2009; Regnerus & Elder, 2003); civic engagement (Roehlkepartain et al., 2006); 
prosocial behavior (Hardy & Carlo, 2005; King & Furrow, 2004); as well as identity development 
and the search for purpose, meaning and fidelity in adolescents (Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003; 
King & Boyatzis, 2015; Smith & Denton, 2005; Templeton & Eccles, 2006). 
In sum, further research is necessary to elucidate the mechanisms and the relationship 
between spirituality and positive outcomes. 
Limitations of Current Research 
There are many limitations to the existing research on spiritual development during 
adolescence, positive youth development and character. These limitations make it difficult to 
generalize findings, gain consensus among scientists about implications for various populations 
and for development at large, predict positive outcomes over time and, most importantly, to 
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develop interventions for adolescents. The most serious limitations are lack of consensus on the 
interplay between character and spirituality, the fact that almost all research is cross-sectional, and 
insufficient elucidations of the mechanisms and the relationships between spirituality and positive 
outcomes. 
Although spirituality has been suggested to be a higher-order factor of character, Peterson 
and Seligman (2004) themselves claim that their classification of transcendence as a higher order 
“seems mixed” (p. 519). They argue that the prototype of this group of character strengths is 
spirituality, which they define as “always referring to a belief in and commitment to the 
transcendent (nonmaterial) aspects of life – whether they be called universal, ideal, sacred, or 
divine” (p. 519). They contend that the other character strengths in this higher order (appreciation 
of beauty, gratitude, hope, humor and spirituality) are character expressions of something greater 
than the self. Piedmont (1999) provides evidence that spirituality may be an independent 
dimension of personality or character altogether. Peterson and Seligman postulate that they 
“would not be surprised if this final grouping is revised – collapsed or combined…in subsequent 
editions” (p. 519).   
Because most researchers, until recently, have shown little interest in studying spiritual 
development in adolescents, this field, in many senses, is just beginning to evolve. The existing 
literature is limited in scope and breadth, comprised largely of American samples and Western-
based assumptions of human development (King & Boyatzis, 2015).  
The terms spirituality and religion, despite much headway in the attempt to define each 
construct and distinguish between them, are still used interchangeably in the literature quite often 
(Pargament, Mahoney, Exline, Jones, & Shafranske, 2013). For example, a recent meta-analysis 
that examined the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of 119 empirical studies, 
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published from 1990 to 2010, on religion, spirituality, and faith in adolescents and young adults 
(DeHaan et al., 2011) found that few researchers actually distinguished between the concepts of 
spirituality and religion operationally, despite the fact that many stated this as an objective. In the 
end, most used measures linked to religious traditions, which, as King & Boyatzis (2015) observe, 
is notable given the growing desire in the field to generate operational definitions and measures of 
spirituality independent of religious traditions. 
Perhaps the most serious limitation to existing research is that most studies have utilized 
cross-sectional designs (King & Boyatzis, 2015; Warren et al., 2012). Recent empirical studies 
over the past decade have ventured into an exploration of how spirituality and religiosity are 
potentially important anchors for adolescent development (King, 2003). The majority of the 
studies are correlational, which precludes researchers from arguing any form of temporal 
precedence, and perhaps causality. While much of the body of research has assumed that 
directionality flows from spiritual or religious involvement to positive outcomes or qualities 
among adolescents (King & Boyatzis, 2015), it is challenging to argue that reverse directionality 
should not apply. It is therefore important to note that the direction of causality in the field of 
spiritual development remains murky at best, which emphasizes the need for research designs that 
are longitudinal and test causal relationships (Warren et al., 2012). For example, aside from acting 
as a protective factor, there is evidence that spirituality may promote positive mental health, but 
current study designs make it impossible to establish causality (King & Boyatzis, 2015). 
In sum, the current literature (a) lacks consensus and a clear understanding of the structure 
of youth character; (b) lacks meaningful findings about whether the structure of character is stable 
over time; and (c) has a murky understanding of the relationship between character, spirituality, 
and positive outcomes.    
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The Current Study 
The primary aim of the current longitudinal study is to examine the relationship between 
spirituality and positive outcomes throughout middle school adolescence. As reviewed above, 
previous research has established that spirituality is an important correlate of character strengths 
and positive outcomes among adolescents. However, the lack of longitudinal research hampers 
causal and directional conclusions. The current study will use an array of empirical analysis tools 
such as exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, regression, and latent class analyses (LCA) 
to assess the latent structure of character strengths, spirituality, and positive outcomes, as well as 
their temporal relationships over the course of a single school year. This is a two-year 
developmental study with four waves of measurement. 
  Current research focusing on spiritual development and character suggests that spirituality 
is directly related to, and associated with, a myriad of positive outcomes ranging from positive 
emotions, prosociality, multiple character strengths and academic achievement (see Warren et al., 
2012; King & Boytazis, 2015). However, many of these studies are cross-sectional in design, and 
among those with a prospective design, few have been able to measure spirituality rather than 
religion. Additionally, of the few existing longitudinal studies, almost all have used US-based 
samples, which were heterogeneous. In the current study, we utilize a near nationally 
representative dataset of Israeli adolescents, collected over a two-year period, in order to look at 
spirituality and positive youth development across a myriad of positive outcomes.  
This study offers a unique opportunity to analyze prospective data within an understudied 
population over time, with implications for intervention. We explored the possibility that Israeli 
adolescents are not a heterogeneous population, but rather might consist of heterogeneous 
subgroups that respond to spiritual development in different ways and experience different 
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outcomes. We also hope to explore the possibility that spirituality is foundational to character and 
personality, an understudied domain of character. 
This is of particular importance as it has been increasingly clear that spirituality and 
religion are not only salient in adolescent psychological development (Pargament, Mahoney, 
Exline, Jones, & Shafranske, 2013), and serve as protective factors against maladaptive behaviors 
(Smith & Denton, 2005), but also lead to multiple positive outcomes and are important in youth 
thriving (Benson et al., 2012; Johnson et al., 2009). 
Research Questions 
Prior research has established spirituality as an important domain of adolescent 
development (Smith & Denton, 2005). We expect to find that spirituality is a discrete, high-order 
factor of character, and that the current VIA definition of it as “transcendence,” which includes 
other character strengths such as gratitude, humor and hope, is lacking. Moreover, the current 
literature has suggested that spirituality is stable during adolescent development (Good, 
Willoughby, & Busseri 2011; Lopez, Huynh, & Fuligni, 2011; Pearce & Denton, 2011), and we 
expect to further demonstrate this. 
The understanding of the relationship between spirituality and thriving is in its early phases 
(Benson, Scales, Sesma, & Roehlkepartain, 2005). Spirituality has been shown to be related to 
positive emotions, happiness and other manifestations of mental well-being (Benson et al., 2012; 
Johnson, 2008; Kelley & Miller, 2007; King & Benson, 2006; Saroglou, Buxant, & Tilquin, 2008). 
We expect to show this relationship over the course of middle school adolescent development. We 
also expect to show that spirituality will be related to many interpersonal character strengths such 
as gratitude, honesty, kindness, prosociality and perseverance. 
  
19 
Lastly, the advantage of using longitudinal data will enable us to establish the temporal 




1 Spirituality will be independent of other character strengths as measured 
by the VIA. 
2 Spirituality will be stable over time. 
3 Spirituality will be correlated with other aspects of positive youth 
development. 
4 Changes in spirituality over time will be related to changes in positive 







Approval for the study was obtained from the Chief Scientist of the Ministry of Education in 
Israel. Following that, approval for the study was obtained from the Interdisciplinary Center’s 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) in Israel. IRB approval for the use of this dataset was also 
obtained from Teachers College, Columbia University. Approval and authorization for the study 
was obtained from each of the school principals, and written consent was obtained from each of 
the adolescent participants and their parents. Both the students and parents received consent forms 
in addition to a letter describing the study. By this stage, everyone who received the material 
consented to participate in the study. Participants were guaranteed confidentiality and were assured 
that they could withdraw from the study at any point, without having to provide a reason for doing 
so. 
The first wave of data collection (Time 1) took place at the beginning of the 2015 academic 
year, during the second week of September. Students completed the following questionnaires 
during class time: VIA Inventory of Strengths for Youth (VIA-Y); Strengths and Difficulties 
Questionnaire (SDQ); Positive and Negative Affect Schedule for Children (PANAS-C-P); 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS); Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R); Spirituality 
Development Scale; The Duke University Religious Index (DUREL); Personal Devotion; and 
Spiritual Transcendence Scale (STS). The second wave of measurement took place at the end of 
the academic year, in June 2015, and included the same set of questionnaires. The third data 






The present study included 1,352 adolescents, 655 (48%) girls and 696 (51%) boys, ages 
13 to 17 (M= X 13.43, SD= .98). They were recruited from 8 middle schools across Israel and were 
in grades 7 to 9.  Participants completed questionnaires at three different time points, first at the 
beginning of the school year (Time 1), at the end of the school year (Time 2), and then at the 
beginning of the following school year (Time 3). Of the participants, 98% (n = 1,328) completed 
the three waves of measurement and were included in the longitudinal analyses. In terms of 
religious denomination, the majority of students were Jewish (85%), with the remainder 
identifying as Christian (8%), Muslim (.7%), or Other (7%).  
Measures 
VIA Inventory of Strengths for Youth (VIA-Y; Park & Peterson, 2006). The VIA-Y is an 
adaption of the adult version of the VIA Inventory of Strengths Questionnaire, and is designed for 
children and adolescents between the ages of 10 and 17 years. The present study used the Hebrew 
version of the VIA-Y short form, which includes 96 items and has been established as a valid 
alternative to the 198-question VIA Youth Survey (r=0.82-0.85). The VIA-Y assesses 24 character 
strengths and encompasses four subscales of strengths: 1) intellectual (creativity, curiosity, love of 
learning, fairness, open-mindedness, and appreciation of beauty); 2) temperance (self-regulation, 
authenticity, perseverance, and prudence); 3) transcendence (religiousness, hope, zest, humor, 
love, social intelligence, forgiveness, leadership, perspective, and gratitude); and 4) interpersonal 
(modesty, kindness, teamwork, and bravery). The VIA-Y short form reflects good psychometric 
qualities, with alpha scores ranging from 0.84-0.87. The current study yielded sufficient reliability.           
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Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, Meltzer, & Bailey, 1998). The 
SDQ is a self-report questionnaire comprised of 25 questions that assess emotional and behavioral 
problems in children ages 11 to 17. The SDQ contains five subscales: 1) emotional symptoms 
(e.g., "Often unhappy, depressed or tearful"); 2) conduct problems (e.g., "Often fights with other 
children or bullies them"); 3) hyperactivity scale (e.g., "Restless, overactive, cannot stay still for 
long"); 4) peer problems (e.g., "Rather solitary, prefers to play alone"), and 5) a prosocial scale 
(e.g., "Shares readily with other children, for example toys, treats, pencils"). The peer relationship 
and conduct problem scales are reverse scored, with higher scores representing increased problems 
with relationships and conduct. The total sum of the items yielded an overall difficulties score. In 
the present study, we used the Hebrew version of the questionnaire, which was translated by the 
Israeli Ministry of Health. Previous studies have reflected excellent criterion validity for varying 
samples (Goodman et al., 1998). The Hebrew version has also shown good psychometric 
properties (Mansbach-Kleinfeld et al., 2010). Alpha coefficients for the peer relationships (α = 
.51) and prosociality (α =.69) subscales at time 1 were adequate. 
  Positive and Negative Affect Schedule for Children (PANAS-C; Ebesutani et al., 2012). 
The PANAS-C is a 10-item measure of children’s and adolescents' positive and negative 
affectivity, consisting of adjectives that describe five positive and five negative emotions. Using a 
five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (very slightly) to 5 (very much), parents rate the extent to 
which these adjectives describe their children’s mood over the last few weeks. The PANAS-C has 
been shown to have high internal consistency, in addition to excellent convergent and discriminant 
validity (Ebesutani et al., 2012), and it has been previously validated for use in Israeli samples. 
The present study focused on positive affect and the alpha coefficient for this subscale was .79 at 
time 1.  
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Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). The 
SWLS measures respondents’ general satisfaction and happiness with life, not specific to particular 
life domains. There are five items in the scale (e.g., “In most ways, my life is close to my ideal”), 
rated on a seven-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The total 
satisfaction with life score was a sum of the responses, such that higher scores reflect more 
satisfaction. Scores range from 5 to 35; Diener et al. (1985) report the normative mean score to be 
23.5, with a standard deviation of 6.43. Previous studies using the SWLS reflect its high reliability 
and strong convergent and discriminant validity (Pavot & Diener, 2008). 
         The Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R: Scheier et al., 1994). The LOT-R is a 10-item 
questionnaire that is used to measure adolescents' optimism and their positive expectations for the 
future. This measure includes positively phrased items reflecting optimism (e.g., “I’m always 
hopeful about my future"), and negatively phrased items that reflect pessimism (e.g., "Things 
usually go wrong for me"). Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).   
 Spirituality measures. We assessed the participants’ spirituality and religiosity by using 
items from four different measures: The Spirituality Development Scale, the Duke Religious 
Index, Personal Devotion, and Spiritual Transcendence. 
 The Spirituality Development Scale [(Benson, Donahue, & Erickson, 1993; 2012), 
adapted short form developed by the Search Institute (reported in Benson et al., 2012)]. The SDS 
assesses the extent to which an individual’s spirituality plays a role in his or her life. There are two 
subscales: horizontal and vertical. The horizontal score relates to how one’s spirituality influences 
his or her inclination to help others (e.g., “I feel a deep sense of responsibility for reducing pain 
and suffering in the world”), while the vertical score relates to one’s closeness to God (e.g., “Every 
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day I see evidence that God or a higher force is active in the world”). Items were rated on a 5-point 
Likert scale from 1 (never true) to 5 (always true), and composite scores were calculated by adding 
the responses. The full scale consists of 38 items; however, in the present study, we utilized the 
12-item short form. Benson and colleagues (1993) reported a correlation of r=.94 between the full 
version and the short form.  
The Duke University Religious Index (DUREL; Koenig, Parkerson, & Meador, 1997).  
The DUREL consists of five items designed to assess an individual’s level of participation in 
organized and non-organized religion, (e.g., “How often do you attend synagogue or other 
religious meetings?” and “How often do you spend time in private religious activities, such as 
prayer, meditation or Bible study?”) and their intrinsic religiosity (e.g., “My religious beliefs are 
what really lie behind my whole approach to life”). Items related to frequency of practice are 
scored on a 6-point Likert scale, from 1 (rarely or never) to 6 (more than once a day). The 
remaining items are scored on a 5-point scale, from 1 (definitely not true) to 5 (definitely true of 
me). Total scores range from 5 to 27. In previous studies with Israeli samples, the Cronbach's alpha 
for the intrinsic religiosity subscale has ranged from .75 to .88. 
Personal Devotion (Kendler, Gardner, & Prescott, 1997). To assess religiosity, we used 
three questions from Kendler and colleagues’ (1997) Personal Devotion scale: (1) “How important 
are religious or spiritual beliefs in your daily life?”; (2) “When you have problems in your life, 
how often do you seek spiritual comfort?”; and (3) “When you have decisions to make in your 
daily life, how often do you ask yourself what God would want you to do?.” Items were rated on 
a 5-point Likert scale, either from 1 (never important) to 5 (very important), or from 1 (never) to 
5 (very often).  
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Spiritual Transcendence (STS: Piedmont, 1999). In the present study, we used 4 items 
from this 24-item scale that was developed to measure one’s ability to view life from a more 
objective perspective, to perceive the fundamental unity in the world, and see a larger meaning in 
human existence. The scale contains three subscales: universality (“I think there is a larger plan or 
process to life that humans are a part of”); prayer fulfillment; and connectedness (“I believe all 
things in the world are connected to each other”). This scale was developed specifically for use in 




Is Spirituality Independent of Other Character Strengths? 
 Exploratory factor analysis. In order to assess the first hypothesis—that spirituality is a 
discrete aspect of youth character strengths—I conducted an exploratory factor analysis (principal 
axis factoring) using all 24 character facets of the VIA and the 6 spirituality measures used in this 
study, across both middle and high school students. Data appeared appropriate for an exploratory 
factor analysis (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin = .95; Bartlett’s test of sphericity: χ2 (435) = 29520, p < .001). 
Results indicated that five factors displayed eigenvalues above 1 (ranging from 10.53 to 1.18). 
However, examination of the scree plot and a parallel analysis using a bootstrapping method 
(O'Connor, 2000) suggested that a four-factor solution accounting for 57.28 of the variance fit the 
data optimally. In addition, many loadings for the five-factor solution were low and cross-loaded, 
and factors were difficult to interpret.  
Accordingly, I retained the four-factor solution and rotated these factors using non-
orthogonal, direct oblimin rotation. Pattern matrix loadings for this four-factor solution indicated 
that 6 items failed to load significantly on any factor or strongly cross-loaded on multiple factors 
(Table 1). These factors were bravery, gratitude, perseverance, kindness, and social intelligence 
on the VIA, as well as on the Transcendence scale. These items were thus dropped and the 
remaining 24 items were reanalyzed. This yielded a clear four-factor solution with eigenvalues 
ranging from 7.94 to 1.31, and accounting for 59.04% of variance. All loadings were significant 
and no cross-loading was observed (Table 2).  
Examination of the loadings suggested that the four latent factors were interpersonal 
relationships, spirituality, intrapersonal emotions, and intellectual curiosity. Interpersonal 
relationships, intrapersonal emotions, and intellectual curiosity characterized all VIA scales 
  
27 
retained, with the exception of the spirituality subscale. The life orientation scale loaded on the 
intrapersonal emotions factor. Spirituality included the spirituality subscale of the VIA and 
intrinsic religiosity, personal devotion, religious practice, and spiritual development scales.  
Consistent with theoretical expectations, correlations between these four latent factors 
indicated that the three positive psychology factors were moderately interrelated and that 
spirituality related moderately with intrapersonal emotions, weakly with interpersonal 
relationships, and minimally with intellectual curiosity (Table 3). Moreover, the three character 
factors identified—interpersonal relationships, intrapersonal emotions, and intellectual curiosity—
are consistent with the previous research on youth character discussed above. Finally, the 
emergence of a statistically autonomous spirituality factor incorporating the various aspects of 
spirituality measured in the current study supports the hypothesis that spirituality is a divergent, 
although correlated, aspect of youth character. 
Gender differences. To further confirm the factor structure described above, I utilized a 
series of multi-group CFAs that tested both configural and measurement invariances between boys 
and girls. Fit for CFA models was assessed using the guidelines suggested by Kenny (2015), and 
included RMSEA less than or equal to .08, CFI approaching .90, and decreasing BIC. Given the 
large sample size, non-significant chi-square values were interpreted cautiously. Results indicated 
that this four-factor model displayed reasonable fit among boys (χ2(246) = 895, p < .001, CFI = 
.90, RMSEA = .07) and among girls (χ2 (246) = 995, p < .001, CFI = .88, RMSEA = .08). A 
combined model was similarly adequate (χ2 (246) = 1597, p < .001, CFI = .89, RMSEA = .07), 
suggesting that the latent structure of these variables was configurally invariant across genders. 
Measurement invariance between groups was then tested by comparing a nested series of models 
that constrained additional parameters to be equal across groups (Table 4). Results indicated that 
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a model restraining loadings to be equal across groups but allowing intercepts to vary fit the data 
best as indicated by lower BIC and RMSEA values, and higher CFI (Table 4). To assess if these 
differences reflect significant differences on the underlying factors, I compared two additional 
CFA models, one that fixed the intercept for each latent factor to be equal across groups, and one 
that allowed them to vary. Results indicated that the differences observed between genders were 
minimal and likely reflected over-fitting (∆χ2(4) = 15.74, p = .003, ∆CFI = -.001, ∆RMSEA = .001, 
∆AIC = 8, ∆BIC = -13). 
Latent class analysis. To further explore the divergence between spirituality and other 
character strengths, I conducted a latent class analysis to select the best fitting categorization of all 
participants. These analyses built upon the factor analytic models described above and added a 
fifth latent categorical variable that predicted means levels of each of the four latent factors. A 
series of models with the number of groups varying from 3 to 6 were run. Following Nylund, 
Asparouhov, and Muthén (2007), model fit was assessed by the following criteria: lower BIC, 
reasonable class size relative to sample size (minimum 20), entropy approaching .80, and non-
significant VLMR, LRT, and bootstrapping likelihood ratio tests. Results indicated that although 
inferential log-likelihood tests suggested that a five-latent class model fit the data best, this model 
had higher BIC, lower membership probabilities, and extremely small class sizes, suggesting that 
it was likely over-parameterized. A model with four latent classes provided the best balance 
between fit and parsimony, as indicated by BIC, entropy, membership probabilities, and class sizes 
(Table 5).  
Parameters for this model are displayed in Figure 1 and indicate that the four groups can 
be characterized as low spirituality and average positive psychology (Class 1); medium spirituality 
and high average positive psychology (Class 2); low spirituality, low intrapersonal character, and 
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high intellectual character (Class 3); and high spirituality and high intrapersonal character (Class 
4). Classification counts suggested that the vast majority of students were best described as either 
low spirituality and average positive psychology (42%), or medium spirituality and high average 
positive psychology (44%), and that students in other latent classes were relatively rare (3% 
through 11%). Of note, LCA analysis did not identify a high spirituality and low positive 
psychology class, suggesting that the vast majority of spiritually involved students reported high 
positive psychology characteristics. Moreover, the latent class with the highest levels of spirituality 
reported higher levels of intrapersonal positive psychology character strengths. 
To explore the relationship between LCA classifications and demographic characteristics, 
an additional, conditional LCA model that included age and gender as covariates was estimated. 
Results indicated that this model displayed poorer fit to unconditional models (BIC = 19566, 
entropy = .78, class sizes: 2 - 478) and that neither age (Bs = -.35 through .05, ps = .75 through 
.98) nor gender (Bs = -.87 through .13, ps = .40 through .98) significantly predicted classification 
status across all comparisons.  
 
Is Spirituality Stable Over Time? 
Structural stability. To assess Hypothesis 2—that spirituality among youth is stable over 
time—I first assessed the structural stability of youth character by subjecting all variables to a CFA 
at Time 2 (9 months later) and Time 3 (15 months later). Results indicated that the four-factor 
model of youth character described above continued to display reasonable fit at Time 2 (χ2(246) = 
20002, p < .001, CFI = .87, RMSEA = .08) and Time 3 (χ2(246) = 908.83, p < .001, CFI = .89, 
RMSEA = .08). Modification indices suggested that the primary source of unexplained correlation 
was between spirituality on the VIA and the latent factors representing interpersonal relationships 
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(Time 2 MI = 122.19, Time 3 MI = 36.08), intrapersonal emotions (Time 2 MI = 159.42, Time 3 
MI = 40.11), and intellectual curiosity (Time 2 MI = 138.68, Time 3 MI = 41.82), suggesting that 
the spirituality measure on the VIA is specifically related to other facets of positive psychology. 
Other measures of spirituality were significantly less related to these other facets of youth 
character. 
Within-participant stability. Subsequently, I estimated a full SEM model, including all 
spirituality variables identified above, across all times. In this model, spirituality variables at each 
time point loaded on a latent variable representing overall spirituality, and the stability of 
spirituality was assessed through the standardized coefficient predicting latent spirituality at Time 
2 from latent spirituality at Time 1, and latent spirituality at Time 3 from Time 2. Results indicated 
that overall this model fit the data well (χ2(88) = 1195, p < .001, CFI = .88, RMSEA = .13, SRMR 
= .06). Temporal stability of spirituality was strong (Time 2: B = .95, SE = .04, Z = 25.369, p 
<.001; Time 3: B = .97, SE = .04, Z = 27.96, p <.001), with 89% of the variance in latent spirituality 
at Time 2 explained by spirituality at Time 1, and 90% of the variance at Time 3 explained by 
Time 2.  
In addition, I compared these stability estimates to those obtained for the other three 
character facets identified in the factor analysis described above. Results indicated that spirituality 
appeared slightly more stable than interpersonal strengths (Time 2: B = .79, SE = .05, Z = 16.89, p 
<.001; Time 3: B = .74, SE = .05, Z = 16.23, p <.001), intrapersonal strengths (Time 2: B = .89, SE 
= .07, Z = 13.01, p <.001; Time 3: B = .82, SE = .06, Z = 13.98, p <.001), and intellectual character 
(Time 2: B = .81, SE = .05, Z = 16.02, p <.001; Time 3: B = .82, SE = .05, Z = 17.74, p <.001). 
Thus, it appears that spirituality among youth was largely stable over time, and perhaps even more 
stable than other strengths. 
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Does Spirituality Correlate with Positive Outcomes? 
 To assess the relevance of spirituality to a variety of outcome variables, we first conducted 
correlational analyses. Spirituality and other character strengths were measured by using 
regression weights derived from the factor analyses described above to calculate each participant’s 
score on the four latent factors. Then, a series of correlations between latent spirituality and other 
latent character strength and outcome variables were calculated. Given the large sample size, we 
interpreted only correlations with p < .001 and effect sizes that approach the medium range (r2 > 
.20; Cohen, 1992). Results for both Time 1 and Time 2 are displayed in Table 6. Results for Time 
3 are in Table 7. Although there were some differences between the time points, overall the results 
indicated that spirituality correlated strongly with interpersonal and intrapersonal character 
strengths, positive emotions and life satisfaction. Spirituality correlated moderately with 
prosociality and weakly with peer relationships and intellectual character strengths. Most 
coefficients were similar across time, with the exception of intrapersonal character strengths, 
which was strongly related to spirituality at Time 1 and Time 3, and only moderately related at 
Time 2. 
In addition, to further test the relevance of spirituality to various outcomes, the four latent 
categories identified using LCA were compared on mean levels on all positive outcome variables, 
using ANOVA and post-hoc Scheffe tests, because an overall MANOVA would violate the 
assumption of multicollinearity given that outcomes were highly correlated in this sample. Given 
the large sample size and large number of tests, we interpreted only results with p < .001 and effect 
sizes that approach the medium range (d > .50; Cohen, 1992). Results are reported in Table 8, and 
Table 9 displays pairwise effect sizes. Results of this analysis indicated that the high 
spirituality/high intrapersonal character (Class 4) group generally reported significantly higher 
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levels of positive outcomes, such as life satisfaction, prosociality, and positive emotion, as 
compared to other groups. On the other hand, the low spirituality/low intrapersonal character/high 
intellectual character group (Class 3) reported significantly poorer outcomes relative to all other 
groups on all outcomes, with the exception of positive emotion, which was similar to the low 
spirituality/average positive psychology group (Class 1). The low spirituality/average positive 
psychology (Class 1) and medium spirituality/high average positive psychology (Class 2) were 
largely similar. 
Do Changes in Spirituality Over Time Relate with Changes in Positive Outcomes? 
To explore the temporal pattern of the relationships between spirituality and key outcome 
variables, we modeled the changes in spirituality across the three waves using a latent growth 
mixture model. This analysis built upon the factor analytic model of spirituality described above, 
and modeled individual growth trajectories (intercept and slope) on the latent factor representing 
spirituality. For each participant, a latent individualized intercept and slope that best describe their 
baseline and rate of change were estimated. These individual growth trajectories were then 
regressed on a categorical latent factor representing particular class memberships. Then, an 
optimal mean slope and intercept for each class was estimated using maximum likelihood 
estimation. The number of classes in these models varied between 2 and 5, and models were 
compared on a variety of fit and inferential statistics to determine the number of classes that best 
described the sample. Following Nylund, Asparouhov, and Muthén (2007), model fit was assessed 
by the following criteria: lower BIC, reasonable class size relative to sample size (minimum 20), 




Results indicated that a four class latent model fit the data best, as evidenced by low BIC, 
high membership probabilities, reasonable class sizes, and high entropy. This was confirmed by 
inferential log-likelihood tests, including bootstrapping (Table 10). Examination of the mean 
intercept and slope parameters for these groups suggested that they can be characterized as high 
and increasing spirituality (I = 1.55, S = .16, n = 47), high-average and stable (I = .682, S = -.04, n 
= 126), low-average and stable (I = -.264, S = .005, n = 130), and low and stable (I = -1.12, S = 
.04, n = 138; see Figure 2 for a graphical illustration). 
We then compared these groups on four key outcome variables at each time point using 
ANOVA, because an overall MANOVA would violate the assumption of multicollinearity as 
outcomes were highly correlated in this sample. Given the large sample size and large number of 
tests, we interpreted only results with p < .001 and effect sizes that approach the medium range (d 
> .50; Cohen, 1988). Results are reported in Table 10, Table 11, and Figure 3. In sum, Class 1 
(high and increasing spirituality) reported higher life satisfaction and higher positive emotions at 
all times, and reported higher prosociality at Times 2 and 3. In contrast, Group 4 (low and stable) 
reported lower life satisfaction and lower positive emotions at all times, and reported lower 
prosociality at Times 2 and 3. The high-average and low-average groups fell somewhere in 
between. In terms of other positive outcomes, Class 1 was significantly higher on gratitude, 
kindness, hope, honesty, prudence, and perseverance, at all times, as compared to all other groups. 
Correspondingly, Class 4 was lowest, with Classes 2 and 3 in between. Thus it appears that 
spirituality is longitudinally related to positive outcomes, and that participants with spiritual 
growth reported the highest levels of life satisfaction, positive emotions, prosociality, gratitude, 





Spirituality and Character 
For over a decade now, scientific inquiry into the domain of character has blossomed. 
While fraught with conceptual confusion, character strengths (also referred to as character skills, 
virtues, non-cognitive skills, social-emotional skills, and others) have been long considered an 
essential aspect of positive human development (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Schwartz & Sharpe, 
2006).  
The positive psychology movement has made considerable headway in the scientific 
inquiry of character and positive development (flourishing). Nonetheless, despite being a major 
focus of the investigations into positive character development, the structure and facets of 
character strengths remain an area of empirical confusion (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Toner et 
al, 2012). The majority of the research focuses on adult populations (e.g., Peterson et al., 2007; 
Ruch et al., 2010), and the understanding of thriving and well-being in adolescence remains 
lacking at best (Park & Peterson, 2006; Van Eeden et al., 2008). The one area of inquiry that has 
remained virtually unexplored is spirituality as an independent dimension of character (Peterson 
& Seligman, 2004; Piedmont, 1999).  
The positive psychology movement explores the aspects of character that encourage 
individuals and communities to flourish and thrive (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Toner et al., 
2012). In this context, positive character development in adolescents has been studied to a far 
lesser degree (Park & Peterson, 2006; Van Eeden et al., 2008). More recently, however, researchers 
of character development have set out to investigate thriving, well-being and optimal functioning 
in adolescents. The Values in Action classification (VIA), developed by Peterson and Seligman 
(2004), is positive psychology’s model for character. The VIA classification organizes 24-
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character strengths under six theoretically and rationally derived classes of virtue: Wisdom and 
Knowledge (curiosity, love of learning, judgment, creativity, perspective); Courage (bravery, 
industry, integrity, zest); Humanity (love, kindness, social intelligence); Justice (citizenship, 
fairness, leadership); Temperance (forgiveness, modesty, prudence, self-control), and 
Transcendence (appreciation of beauty, gratitude, hope, humor, spirituality). The VIA Inventory 
of Strengths questionnaire (VIA-IS) was created in order to evaluate these 24 strengths among 
adults (Park et al., 2006; Seligman et al., 2005; Toner et al., 2012), and provides a classification 
of positive characteristics that is more encompassing than the Big Five personality traits of 
Openness, Consciousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism (Haslam et al., 2014; 
Toner et al., 2012).  
One of the very few empirical studies investigating character in youth is the Values in 
Action for Youth (VIA-Youth; Park & Peterson, 2006), which is an adaptation of the VIA-IS 
geared towards children and adolescents between the ages of 10 and 17. The pioneering work done 
on the VIA-Youth has been essential for understanding individual differences in character 
strengths and building a conceptual framework for character in youth. Although the empirical 
evidence for the factor structure of this scheme has been mixed, with inconsistent numbers of 
higher-order factors and discrepancies in their associated compositions (Gillham et al., 2011; Park 
& Peterson, 2006; Ruch et al., 2013; Toner et al., 2012; Weber et al., 2013), they all contain factors 
that represent interpersonal, intrapersonal, and intellectual strengths, with the additional factor of 
transcendence, as it is referred to by positive psychology researchers (see Table A; Park et al., in 
preparation). 
There is also a stream of scientific research that, as King & Boyatzis (2015) note, argues 
that “spirituality is intrinsic to human beings and is ‘a self-transcending awareness that is 
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biologically structured into the human species (Hay, Reich, & Utsch, 2006, p. 50).’” Piedmont 
(1999) indicates that spirituality may be an independent dimension of personality or character 
altogether, which our analyses confirmed. This definition and the burgeoning literature are helpful 
in an emerging field that argues for spirituality as a human propensity (King & Boyatzis, 2015). 
The vast majority of character and character development research, however, has lacked inquiry 
into spirituality. Prior research has shown that spirituality does not map closely onto the Big Five 
dimensions of consciousness and extraversion (Toner et al., 2012).  
The findings here suggest that there are four distinct and intuitively sensible 
strengths/character dimensions that adolescents in middle school vary along: spiritual, 
interpersonal, intrapersonal, and intellectual. There were no meaningful gender differences found. 
These dimensions do not conform to the VIA’s six virtue classes, into which the 24 strengths are 
organized. In fact, as Toner et al. (2012) point out, these six virtue classes have “never been 
replicated, with many adult studies instead finding support for four- and five-factor models” 
(Gillham et al., 2011; Park & Peterson, 2006; Ruch et al., 2013; Toner et al., 2012). Adolescent 
studies of character strengths, which implement various adapted VIA strength scales (VIA-Y, 
Dahlsgaard, 2005; VIA-youth, Park et al., 2006), yield solutions that cluster into four broad 
categories: interpersonal, intrapersonal, intellectual, and transcendence (Toner et al., 2012).  
The present study, like that of Park et al. (2015), found interpersonal, intrapersonal and 
intellectual factors; nonetheless, Park et al. (2015) lacked a spiritual factor, which this study found 
evidence for. Park et al. (2006) and Toner et al.’s (2012) studies did include spiritual characteristics 
(“theological strengths” and “transcendence & vitality factors”) that were more narrowly defined 
than in our study.  
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Peterson and Seligman (2004) claim that their classification of transcendence as a higher 
order “seems mixed.” They argue that the prototype of this group of character strengths is 
spirituality, which they define as “always referring to a belief in and commitment to the 
transcendent (nonmaterial) aspects of life – whether they be called universal, ideal, sacred, or 
divine” (p. 519). They contend that the other character strengths in this higher order (appreciation 
of beauty, gratitude, hope, humor and spirituality) are character expressions of something greater 
than the self. Peterson and Seligman postulate that they “would not be surprised if this final 
grouping is revised – collapsed or combined…in subsequent editions” (p. 519).  Our analyses have 
suggested that the VIA’s strengths of transcendence as a higher order, collapsed into other higher-
order factors of character: interpersonal, intrapersonal and intellectual character. While related to, 
there is no evidence to suggest that the strengths of appreciation of beauty, gratitude, hope and 
humor are a distinct underlying component and foundation of character, as opposed to underlying 
strengths of other high-order categories. 
The emergence of a statistically autonomous spirituality factor incorporating the various 
aspects of spirituality, measured in the current study, suggests that spirituality is a divergent aspect 
of youth character, and one of character’s main foundations. These findings advance the 
conceptual notion that spirituality is not only a main facet of character, but that it also shapes the 
adolescence of many middle school students (Benson, Scales, et al., 2012). The implications of 
these findings to developmental and educational policy should not be underestimated. These 
results suggest that spirituality should be reintroduced as a core component in the developmental 
and educational domains. While the political ramifications of these findings may be controversial, 
the divorce of church and state propagated by the founding fathers may have been taken to the 
extreme. Educators, parents and policy makers may need to consider incorporating spirituality into 
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mainstream development and education. Further research should more carefully explore the 
specific content of spirituality in adolescence, to help elucidate the mechanisms of spirituality as 
a foundation of character, develop theoretical models and intervention strategies, and address the 
challenges of integrating these concerns into the everyday lives of children and adolescents.  
 
Stability of Spirituality as a Foundation of Character 
 Adolescence has been theorized to be a time of spiritual turmoil by some (Pearce & Denton, 
2011), and of spiritual stability and importance by others (Good, Willoughby, and Busseri, 2011; 
Templeton & Eccles, 2006), although there is virtually no empirical research to support either 
argument (King & Boyatzis, 2015).  
Cross-sectional designs are possibly the most severe limitation of spirituality and character 
studies (Warren et al., 2012). Given that the majority of the studies are correlational and cross-
sectional, researchers are precluded from arguing for any form of stability of character and its 
foundations (or, for that matter, for its existence, in general) over time, and from comparing the 
stability of the spiritual character to other higher-order character factors. And yet, Good et al. 
(2011), in a rare longitudinal study, investigated intraindividual stability and change in spirituality 
and religiousness in adolescents, ages 17 and 18 (King & Boyatzis, 2015). While the findings 
revealed intraindividual stability over two time points, this study also highlighted the scientific 
complexity in operationalizing spirituality and religiosity distinctly (Good et al., 2011). Roeser et 
al. (2008) argued that spiritual identity, as opposed to religious identity, is a personal identification 
for youth that is panhuman and transcultural (King & Boyatzis, 2015). 
Hypothesis 2 predicted that spirituality would be stable over three time points in middle 
school adolescence. The data supported this hypothesis, suggesting that spirituality—defined by 
  
39 
the authors as the intrinsic human capacity to search for the sacred, connectedness and meaning 
greater than oneself—is stable over time. The findings imply that personally constructed meaning, 
sacredness, commitment to spiritual life, personal devotion and feelings of closeness to the sacred, 
remain stable throughout middle school adolescence. Moreover, the results indicate that 
spirituality is slightly more stable than interpersonal, intrapersonal, and intellectual character 
strengths. That is, it appears that spirituality among youth is largely stable over time, and perhaps 
even more stable than other strengths. 
This study explicitly attempted to disentangle spirituality and religiosity, yet it is not devoid 
of conflation between the two, however limited. While the results here go a long way in 
highlighting the salient nature of spirituality in adolescence, further data is needed to understand 
the role that spiritual identity plays (Benson, Scales, et al., 2012). 
 
The Relationship Between Spirituality and Positive Outcomes 
While the vast majority of the research in the field of spirituality and thriving has focused 
on risk factors (Yonker, Schnabelrauch, & DeHaan, 2012), there are limited findings to suggest 
that spirituality may indeed have a role in the positive development of youth (Dowling et al., 2004; 
Warren et al., 2012). Moreover, some of these studies have shown that spirituality has an affect on 
youth thriving and positive development beyond religion (King & Boyatzis, 2015). Prior findings 
have shown that spirituality is linked to better adolescent health (Wallace & Forman (1998); 
improved mental health and coping (Mahoney, Pendleton, & Ihrke, 2006); academic achievement 
(Regnerus & Elder, 2003); civic engagement and moral development (Roehlkepartain et al., 2006); 
altruism, kindness and empathy (King & Furrow, 2004; Hardy & Carlo, 2005); psychosocial 
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identity development and the search for purpose, meaning, and fidelity (Damon et al., 2003; King, 
2003; Lopez et al., 2011; King & Boyatzis, 2015).  
Hypothesis 3 of this study aimed to examine the relationship between spirituality and 
positive outcomes in a sample of Israeli adolescents, who represent young people living in a 
relatively new society plagued with complex social divisions (e.g., Mayseless & Salomon, 2003). 
First, the present study suggests meaningful relationships between spirituality and positive 
emotions, life satisfaction, prosociality and interpersonal character (e.g., prudence, judgment, self-
regulation, honesty, forgiveness, teamwork, humility), and intrapersonal character (e.g., zest, life 
orientation, humor, hope, perspective). In contrast, spirituality did not show a meaningful link with 
intellectual character strengths. The analyses, when completed using the four-factor character 
structure, instead of the 24 individual strengths, led to findings that were clearer and more stable. 
Middle school adolescents who reported a high level of spirituality tended to exhibit a higher level 
of positive outcomes, compared with students who reported a lower level of spirituality.  
While prior studies have focused on a more narrowly defined spirituality, this study’s 
findings are in line with Weber et al. (2013), Gillham et al. (2011), and Van Eden et al. (2008), 
which have demonstrated meaningful relationships between the VIA’s transcendence strengths 
and life satisfaction and positive emotions. These findings also correspond with previous research 
in the United States and Israel (Gillham et al., 2011; Weber et al., 2013) suggesting that the 
transcendence strengths factor is a meaningful predictor of the cognitive component of subjective 
well-being (i.e., life satisfaction) and that transcendence strengths are important for experiencing 
positive emotions. These findings may support Toner et al.’s (2012) notion that “strengths of the 
heart” (such as spirituality) are more robustly associated with young people’s positive outcomes 
than cerebral strengths. 
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This study utilized Latent Class Analysis (LCA) to further test the relevance of spirituality 
to positive outcomes. As Benson, Scales, et al. (2012) explain: 
LCA provides a unique lens to examine how spirituality unfolds in the lives of young 
people. Unlike more variable-oriented approaches, person- or sub-group oriented 
approaches like LCA allow us to empirically capture the inter-individual variability that 
exists across distinct dimensions of spiritual development. Using LCA, researchers can 
classify individuals into mutually exclusive and exhaustive groups based on a pattern of 
responses across a defined set of characteristics (Collins & Lanza, 2010). These subgroups 
are referred to as latent classes.  
Four distinct classes emerged in the LCA findings, involving a variety of combinations of 
spirituality and positive character strengths: low spirituality with average interpersonal, 
intrapersonal and intellectual strengths; medium spirituality with high average interpersonal, 
intrapersonal and intellectual strengths; low spirituality with low intrapersonal strengths and high 
intellectual strengths; and high spirituality with high intrapersonal strengths. Classes 1 and 2 (low 
spirituality with average character strengths and medium spirituality with high average character 
strengths) reported similar levels of well-being on outcomes such as life satisfaction, prosociality, 
and positive emotions. Class 3 (low spirituality with high intellectual strengths and low 
intrapersonal strengths) reported the poorest level on all positive outcomes. Class 4 (high 
spirituality with high intrapersonal strengths) reported significantly higher positive outcomes on 
all measures. The latter findings lend support to the conceptual hypothesis that cerebral strengths 
are not necessarily related to positive outcomes and well-being, while strengths of the heart are 
(Toner et al., 2012). Cross-sectional research on the VIA strengths indicates that strengths of the 
heart, which refers to people’s bonds with themselves, each other, and something greater than 
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themselves, are more closely related to well-being than are strengths of the head, which indicate 
more individual-oriented strengths (Gillham et al., 2011; Park & Peterson, 2006). Intrapersonal 
strengths (e.g., zest, life orientation, humor, hope, perspective) were found to be closely related to 
spirituality, suggesting that spirituality may have a positive impact on an adolescent’s own well-
being as well as on their social environment. These findings are in line with the conceptual 
framework and the robust evidence that supports the notion that close relationships are more tightly 
linked to well-being than are academic, material, and professional success (Gillham et al., 2011; 
Myers, 2000). Nonetheless, a thorough understanding of the mechanism by which spirituality 
impacts adolescent well-being is lacking. It may be that spirituality nurtures well-being in 
adolescents by furnishing them with heightened purpose and connection to themselves, to the 
divine, and to others, and with comfort during upset and disappointment (Gillham et al., 2011).  
Together, these findings suggest that not only is spirituality a core human mechanism, but 
it can also lend adolescents a life of well-being.  
The Relationship Between Changes in Spirituality and Changes in Positive Outcomes Over 
Time 
 Adolescence, while long considered a decisive period in the development of spirituality 
(Erikson, 1968; Hall, 1904), was rarely studied empirically until very recently (King & Boyatzis, 
2015), when scientists began to discern the complex nature of adolescent spirituality (since around 
2010). The emerging literature in this domain reveals that spirituality is a facet of human 
development linked to finding meaning and significance through a connection to the self, others, 
and the sacred (King & Boyatzis, 2015).  
 Benson, Scales, et al. (2012) conducted a rare global study of 6,725 youth from multiple 
countries, whose findings suggested that spirituality is a core component for many youth across 
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different cultures, religions and ethnicities. However, because the study was not longitudinal, it is 
not possible to make any directional inferences on causality (King & Boyatzis, 2015). In addition, 
spirituality was empirically shown to have a positive impact on adolescent development (Benson, 
Scales, et al., 2012; Lerner et al., 2008; King & Boyatzis, 2015). Very few studies have delved 
into the relationship between multiple VIA strengths and well-being over time (Gillham et al., 
2011). Gillham et al. (2011) found that the transcendence strengths of the VIA, although more 
narrowly defined, predicted higher levels of well-being longitudinally, even when the affect of 
other strengths was controlled for, and that “Adolescents who scored low on transcendence at 
baseline were unlikely to report high life satisfaction during the first 2 years of high school.” 
However, none of the studies have shown longitudinal changes in spirituality, and associated 
changes in positive outcomes and well-being, among middle school adolescents.  
 Hypothesis 4 of this study aimed to examine the temporal pattern of relationships between 
spirituality and positive outcomes, in a specific sample of Israeli middle school adolescents. In 
order to capture the inter-individual variability that exists across distinct dimensions of spirituality 
and positive outcomes over time (Benson, Scales, et al., 2012), the current study used latent growth 
mixture models (LGMM). Both latent class and growth mixture modeling techniques have, in 
recent years, sparked the interest of psychology researchers, not least because of software advances 
that have facilitated their use (e.g., Mplus and SAS Proc Traj; Jung & Wickrama, 2007). According 
to Jung & Wickrama (2007), “Latent growth modeling approaches, such as latent class growth 
analysis (LCGA) and growth mixture modeling (GMM), have been increasingly recognized for 
their usefulness for identifying homogeneous subpopulations within the larger heterogeneous 
population and for the identification of meaningful groups or classes of individuals,” on a 
longitudinal level.  
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 Among the adolescents studied here, four distinct profiles of spirituality arose. The study’s 
findings have assigned interpretational labels to the four latest classes derived: high and increasing 
spirituality; high average and decreasing spirituality; average and stable spirituality; and low and 
stable spirituality. The different classes were compared on key positive outcome variables over 
three time points. Adolescents with high and increasing spirituality reported higher life 
satisfaction, positive emotions and prosociality, and the lowest level of problems with peer 
relations over time. They also reported higher levels of character strengths, such as gratitude, 
kindness, hope, honesty, prudence and perseverance, at all times, when compared to the other 
adolescent profiles. Adolescents with low and stable spirituality reported the lowest levels of life 
satisfaction, positive emotions and prosociality, and the highest levels of problems with peers, 
compared with the other classes. Moreover, they reported the lowest levels of character strengths, 
such as gratitude, kindness, hope, honesty, prudence and perseverance compared with the other 
groups, across all time points. Adolescents with average spirituality (both high average spirituality 
and decreasing and average and stable spirituality) fell somewhere in between both on positive 
outcomes (such as positive emotions, life satisfaction and prosociality) as well as on character 
strengths.  
 These findings suggest that spirituality is longitudinally related to positive outcomes, that 
adolescents with spiritual growth report the highest levels of positive emotions, life satisfaction 
and prosociality, the lowest levels of problems with peers, and the highest levels of character 
strengths, such as gratitude, kindness, honesty, perseverance, hope and prudence. Although we 
found evidence for a linear relationship between spirituality and well-being and character strengths 
(with high and increasing spirituality linked to greater well-being), subgroup analyses indicate that 
the major difference may be found between the groups who report low levels of spirituality and 
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those who report high levels. Thus, it may be vital for interventions to home in on adolescents with 
low levels of spirituality and other character strengths.   
Limitations and Further Directions 
This study is one of few to focus on the interplay of spirituality, character and well-being 
longitudinally, and to do so with an Israeli population. Nonetheless, this project has its limitations.  
The data presented here are based on self-reports. Some of the limitations associated with 
self-reported data include the possibility that answers could be biased, exaggerated, or under-
reported (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee & Podsakoff, 2003; Spector, 1994). Future studies could 
include reports from others, such as from parents or teachers, in order to confirm the self-reported 
data. In addition, the VIA-Youth includes over 150 items, which were presented in the same order 
in all versions, which may have prompted response fatigue in some cases (Toner et al., 2012).  
However, reliability and validity statistics were strong for all scales utilized and the items 
indicating the key strength dimensions were distributed throughout the questionnaire (Toner et al., 
2012). 
The generalizability of the findings is also a clear limitation. That is, the participants are 
all adolescents raised in Israel, a complex country with a unique set of challenges, chief among 
which, perhaps, is the deep social divide between the secular and religious populations (e.g., 
Mayseless & Salomon, 2003). As such, it is an atypical sample that, due to its unique social make-
up, may be inherently averse to spirituality, which, in turn, enhances the strength of the findings, 
given that the sample is largely made up of secular Israelis. Future research should compare 
spirituality, character and well-being across different backgrounds and cultures. Doing so may 
help us understand the affect of spirituality on character and well-being. Another line of research 
could include reapplying this study using representative samples from other countries, which 
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would allow for the discovery of any sample bias that may be swaying this study’s findings, and 
would enhance our understanding of the extent to which these findings are generalizable (Benson, 
Scales, et al., 2012).  
More complex longitudinal designs that track personal intra-individual changes from 
adolescence to adulthood could help elucidate the encouraging findings of our analyses, and would 
allow us to draw causal inferences about the effect of spirituality on adolescent development and 
well-being (Weber et al., 2013; King & Boyatzis, 2015). Such designs would promote our 
understanding of how spirituality impacts the development of character and how spirituality 
contributes to development in other domains, especially positive development. To this end, the 
authors are continuing to collect data across later time points. 
The simple question of whether spirituality is good or bad for adolescents would seem to 
be almost settled, given that there is now robust research that suggests that spirituality promotes 
adolescent well-being (Warren et al., 2012), including the present study, which found strong 
relationships between spirituality and many positive outcomes. However, it remains unclear which 
specific dimensions of spirituality are related to which specific outcomes. Future research should 
continue to explore the various sub-domains of spirituality and how they relate to different aspects 
of youth development. Researchers should also determine what constructs of spirituality should be 
explored: transcendence, awareness, connectedness, meaning, connection with the sacred, awe, 
desire for closeness with the divine, connection with others (see Desrosiers, et al., 2011; Dowling 
et al., 2004). Moreover, these relationships may be highly influenced by culture (as found by 




There is no one overarching theory of religious and spiritual development, nor for the 
stability of spirituality in development (King & Roeser, 2009). In fact, little attention has been 
given to defining what spiritual development actually means and what it is that develops (Benson 
et al., 2012). As King and Roeser explain (2009, p. 439), “the study of religiosity and spirituality 
in developmental science hinges upon whether it is possible to formulate good theories from which 
scientists derive clear and scientifically tractable definitions of what religion and spirituality are 
substantively, what they do functionally…and how they develop systematically.” Among 
scientists, there is much less clarity and consensus about what exactly develops in spiritual 
development, and how (Benson et al., 2012; Good et al., 2011; King & Boyatzis, 2015; Warren et 
al., 2012). At this stage, science does not offer an overarching definition of spirituality, but rather 
attempts to identify aspects of spiritual life that are associated with thriving.  
Robust and scientifically rigorous future research will depend much on methodology. 
Adolescent spirituality and religiosity are still characterized by a high level of complexity and 
interrelatedness (King & Boyatzis, 2015). For example, some youth exhibit dedication at both 
institutional and personal levels, while others at only one level, or none at all (King & Boyatzis, 
2015). The operationalization of spirituality and religiosity in a distinct manner remains a 
significant challenge. Much overlap still exists between the two constructs, and they are often 
conflated in the literature. Religion, for example, should not necessarily be viewed as an 
“institutional” construct, as such an approach may miss the individual-level experience. Similarly, 
treating spirituality as an individual experience and phenomenon may overlook the relationship of 
individual spirituality to others. Moreover, there is no overarching theory that describes what 
spiritual development is, and it is questionable whether current research methodologies can capture 
its scope and complexity (King & Boyatzis, 2015; King & Roeser, 2009). Lastly, while 
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quantitative approaches and methodologies have enabled the measurement of spirituality and 
spiritual development, they may not be the only approaches. Qualitative approaches may enable 
scientists to elucidate the how and why of spirituality across culture and ethnicities. An additional 
line of scientific inquiry, which would deepen our understanding of adolescent development, is the 
interplay of spirituality and character development and associated positive outcomes. 
While the scientific research on character and character development has blossomed over 
the past decade, a conflation of terms and ambiguity remains. While there is broad agreement that 
character is plural, and there is an increasing body of research that focuses on how single, specific 
character strengths contribute to development (which strength is studied depends on the interests 
of each researcher), there is no consensus on how character is actually organized in adolescents. 
Of the several proposed models, most have converged on the interpersonal, intrapersonal and 
intellectual dimensions, and spirituality has been left out as a proposed foundation of character. 
Further research is warranted to explore the organization of character. In addition, there is no 
convergence on the optimal quantitative approaches for measuring character and strengths 
development. 
Developmental and Educational Implications  
 The sudden popularity of character education is an outcome of multiple triggers: an 
alarming increase in the rates of psychopathology among adolescents and emerging adults, 
rapidly deteriorating academic success in the face of a massive increase in investment in 
education, growing frustration by parents and educators at the increasingly narrow success 
criteria in schools, diminishing quality of the young workforce, and increasing pressures on 
young people as perceived by adolescents, emerging adults and their parents. It may be time to 
reckon with the ultimate goal of striving for academic achievement and excellence—that is, the 
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nurturing of cerebral strengths at the seeming expense of educating the heart. Modern society is 
facing grave challenges and some of them may be fueled by cultivating the cerebral mind while 
marginalizing everything else. It may be time for educators to listen to those advocating for 
education of the heart.  
Character education impacts children and adolescents’ emotional, moral, and intellectual 
development. Schools that teach character education report better academic performance, higher 
general well-being, reduced rates of psychopathology, improved attendance, reduced violence, 
fewer disciplinary issues, reduction in substance abuse, and less vandalism (Tough, 2013; Lahey, 
2003). At a time when school violence is pervasive, the young people at character education 
schools express feeling more secure because “they know their fellow students value respect, 
responsibility, compassion and hard work” (Lahey, 2003). Moreover, practically speaking, the 
evidence suggests that it is far easier to teach children who display grit, patience, and self-control 
(Duckworth, 2007; Lahey, 2003). As Lahey (2003) writes, “Character education is not old-
fashioned, and it’s not about bringing religion in to the classroom…Character is the ‘X factor’ that 
experts in parenting and education have deemed integral to success, both in school and life.” 
Spirituality has largely been absent from the discourse on character development and 
education. The political controversies and ramifications of character education in general have 
been significant. Spirituality is an added fuel to the fire that has been ignored, and remains an 
elusive concept in the eyes of most developmental scientists. Spirituality is, however, universal. 
As Peterson and Seligman (2004) observe, “Although the specific content of spiritual beliefs 
varies, all cultures have a concept of an ultimate transcendent, sacred, and divine force” (p. 601). 
Our findings suggest that any developmental research and intervention that is devoid of spirituality 
may be lacking in that it ignores a foundational facet of character. This is in line with Hall (1904), 
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who “insisted that efforts to map child and adolescent developmental psychology are necessarily 
incomplete unless one has a firm understanding of religion and religious transformation in the life 
of youth” (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). 
And yet, while the evidence shows that spiritual development begins in the early stages of 
life, the empirical data on spirituality in adolescence and spiritual development over time are 
limited and rely heavily on cross-sectional data (Stolzenberg et al., 1995; Peterson & Seligman, 
2004). Notwithstanding, the positive impact of spirituality on positive development and thriving 
has been established again and again (Benson et al., 2012). To ignore spirituality in education, as 
has been done until recently, is to overlook a main aspect of adolescent development (King & 
Boyatzis, 2015). At its best, it seems that both individual and societal well-being are promoted by 
spirituality and spiritual development (King & Boyatzis, 2015). Further research is needed to 
create a theoretical framework that enables developmental researchers and educators to incorporate 
spirituality into schools and homes, and into curricula, discourse, school-based counseling and 
communities. As the popularity of character research and interventions continues to grow, 
additional inquiries into spirituality should deepen and become incorporated into mainstream 
education and the sciences. 
Given that adolescent development is an interlocking set of processes, researchers may 
benefit from examining spirituality further. While such additional inquiries will deepen and build 
on our findings, the current investigation itself renders promising directions for the field of 
adolescent development, in two especially important ways: First, it is the first study of character 
in adolescent development that suggests that spirituality is foundational to development. Second, 
as the first longitudinal study on adolescent development, it suggests that spirituality is 
foundational to character over time, is stable over time, and is closely related to a myriad of 
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positive outcomes and character strengths. Given these promising findings, we hope that the study 
of spirituality will become more feasible and operational in the developmental and educational 
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Prudence  .71    
Fairness .69    
Judgment  .67   -.20 
Self-regulation  .65    
Forgiveness  .60    
Humility  .56    
Honesty .55    
Teamwork .53    
Kindness* .37   -.36 
Personal devotion  .91   
Intrinsic religiosity  .90   
Spiritual development  .87   
Daily spirituality  .82   
Religious practice  .73   
Zest   .75  
Love   .74  
Leadership   .70 -.21 
Life orientation   .68  
Humor -.20  .63 -.22 
Hope   .61  
Perspective   .56 -.33 
Gratitude* .33  .54  
Social intelligence* .29  .38 -.31 
Perseverance* .27  .37 -.23 
Curiosity    -.76 
Creativity    -.74 
Appreciation of beauty     -.61 
Love of learning     -.54 
Transcendence*  .24  -.50 
Bravery* .27  .29 -.39 
Note: Extraction method was principal axis factoring and the rotation method was direct oblimin 
with Kaiser normalization. Loadings less than .20 are omitted.  














Prudence  .72       
Fairness .72       
Judgment  .69       
Self-regulation  .64      
Forgiveness  .61     
Humility  .58      
Honesty .58   .26 -.21 
Teamwork .57   .31   
Personal devotion   .91     
Intrinsic religiosity   .89     
Spiritual 
Development 
  .87    
Daily spirituality   .82   
Religious practice   .73    
Zest     .74  
Love    .73  
Leadership    .72  
Life orientation   .66  
Humor   .65  
Hope   .60   
Perspective    .60 .21 
Curiosity      .81 
Creativity      .74 
Appreciation of 
beauty  
     .62 
Love of learning  .31     .61 
Note: Extraction method was principal axis factoring and the rotation method was direct oblimin 















Spirituality .14   
Intrapersonal emotions .42 .26  







Model and measurement invariance testing of the final model between genders 
Model Description df χ2 p CFI BIC RMSEA 
Baseline model boys 246 895 - .90 32558 .07 
Baseline model girls 246 995 - .88 33175 .08 
Combined model 246 1597 - .89 65800 .07 
Equal loadings 512 1930 .04 .89 65742 .07 
Equal loading and 
intercepts 
532 2228 <.0001 .87 65900 .08 
Equal loading, 
intercepts, and means 
536 2240 .01 .87 65885 .08 






Model fit and summary statistics for LCA models 
Number 
of classes 
BIC Class sizes Entropy Membership 
probabilities 
VLMR LRT  Bootstrap 
3 11674 566 - 30 .71 .57 - .88 38.78 37.50 38.58** 
4 11666 471 - 30 .75 .74 - .89 42.73* 41.53* 42.73** 
5 11700 560 - 2 .80 .60 - .88 25.31* 24.60* 25.31** 
6 11705 468 - 3 .80 .60 - .90 4.48 4.35 4.48 
Note: Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin (VLMR), Lo-Mendell-Rubin Adjusted (LRT), and parametric 
bootstrapped (Bootstrap) likelihood ratio tests inferentially compared a model with k classes to a 






















Interpersonal - 0.14*** 0.42*** 0.40*** 0.30*** 0.37*** -0.13*** 0.58*** 
Spirituality 0.21*** - 0.26*** 0.08** 0.23*** 0.24*** -0.01 0.18*** 
Intrapersonal 0.42*** 0.09** - 0.36*** 0.69*** 0.62*** -0.43*** 0.42*** 
Intellectual 0.41*** 0.10** 0.36*** - 0.33*** 0.16*** 0.01 0.40*** 
Positive Emotion 0.61*** 0.21*** 0.27*** 0.36*** - 0.58*** -0.30*** 0.35*** 
Life Satisfaction 0.59*** 0.23*** 0.39*** 0.21*** 0.52*** - -0.27*** 0.30*** 
Peer Relationships -0.40*** -0.01 -0.15*** 0.06* -0.27*** -0.25*** - -0.20*** 
Prosociality 0.44*** 0.11** 0.52*** 0.37*** 0.36*** 0.30*** -0.23*** - 
Note: Correlations at Time 1 are displayed above the diagonal and correlations at Time 2 are displayed below the diagonal. Peer 
relationships is reverse scored, with higher scores representing increased problems. 









Correlations between spirituality, other character strengths, and positive outcomes at Time 3 
 
  







Interpersonal -       
Spirituality .14** -      
Intrapersonal .42*** .22*** -     
Intellectual .40*** .13** .42*** -    
Positive emotion .27*** .12** .61*** .36*** -   
Life satisfaction .40*** .16*** .65*** .25*** .55*** -  
Peer relationships -.15*** .05 -.41*** .02 -.29*** -.33*** - 
Prosociality .57*** .12** .43*** .38*** .33*** .29*** -0.26*** 
Note: Peer relationships is reverse scored, with higher scores representing increased problems.  





Differences between latent classes on all outcome measures 
   Mean (SD)     
 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4  F p 
        
Life satisfaction 23.57 (6.91) a  25.37 (6.74) a c  17.78 (6.73) b  27.65 (5.26) c   22.49 <.001 
SDQ peer 
relations 
2.13 (1.72) a  2.37 (1.73) a  3.17 (2.05) 2.15 (1.81) a   4.32 .005 
SDQ prosociality 7.21 (2.02) a  7.56 (1.94) a c  6.33 (2.02) b 8.13 (1.91) c   10.49 <.001 
PANAS positive 17.77 (4.04)a b  18.82 (3.92) b c 16.73 (4.85) a  20.10 (3.57) c  13.99 <.001 
        
Note: Means with similar superscripts formed homogenous groups and did not differ 
significantly (post-hoc Scheffe, p > .05). Peer relationships is reverse scored with 






Pairwise effect sizes for differences between latent classes on all positive outcome 
measures 
 
 1 vs 2 1 vs 3 1 vs 4 2 vs 3 2 vs 4 3 vs 4 
Life satisfaction -0.26 0.84* -0.62* 1.13* -0.35 -1.78* 
SDQ peer relations -0.14 -0.60* -0.01 -0.46* 0.13 0.55* 
SDQ prosociality -0.18 0.44* -0.46* 0.63* -0.29 -0.93* 
PANAS positive -0.27 0.26 -0.60* 0.53* -0.33 -0.88* 
       






Model fit and summary statistics for LGMM models assigning group membership on 
the basis of individual spirituality growth curves 
Number 
of classes 
BIC Class sizes Entropy Membership 
probabilities 
VLMR LRT  Bootstrap 
2 3188 279 - 182 .87 .96 - .97 18.05** 727** 766** 
3 2913 4224 - 63 .88 .94 - .96 11.63** 278** 293** 
4 2751 150 - 47 .87 .90 - .96 17.67* 171* 181** 
5 2735 143 - 4 .89 .91 - .95 12.75 33 35t 
Note: Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin (VLMR), Lo-Mendell-Rubin Adjusted (LRT), and 
parametric bootstrapped (Bootstrap) likelihood ratio tests inferentially compared a 
model with k classes to a model with k-1 classes.   
* p < .05; ** p < .001;  






Outcome variables by membership in a latent class predicting spirituality growth 
curves (LGMM) 
 
 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4   
 M SD M SD M SD M SD F p 
LS1 27.96 5.54 24.30 6.77 24.50 6.17 23.14 6.53 6.31 <.001 
LS2 27.75 5.70 24.28 6.10 24.61 5.34 21.95 6.71 11.30 <.001 
LS3 27.27 6.65 24.52 5.81 24.41 5.92 22.53 6.04 7.54 <.001 
PE1 1.61 1.42 2.14 1.80 2.15 1.80 2.34 1.74 2.03 .11 
PE2 2.02 1.74 2.42 2.02 2.23 1.91 2.58 1.89 1.37 .25 
PE3 1.92 1.85 2.33 1.80 2.19 1.86 2.49 1.69 1.42 .24 
PR1 7.98 1.76 7.7 1.89 7.47 1.84 7.36 1.86 1.71 .17 
PR2 8.00 2.01 7.73 1.78 7.60 1.91 7.14 1.86 3.54 .02 
PR3 8.08 2.34 7.56 1.68 7.37 2.02 6.94 2.06 4.56 .004 
PS1 20.13 3.52 18.22 3.80 18.25 4.09 17.50 3.98 5.04 .002 
PS2 20.11 3.59 18.66 3.91 18.27 3.88 16.75 4.99 8.72 <.001 
PS3 19.38 4.17 18.11 4.18 17.72 4.03 17.16 4.71 3.25 .02 
GR1 4.14 .62 4.00 .56 3.94 .59 3.74 .69 6.60 <.001 
GR2 4.19 .60 3.91 .62 3.88 .61 3.61 .69 11.11 <.001 
GR3 4.22 .59 3.89 .64 3.84 .67 3.66 .74 8.42 <.001 
KIND1 4.14 .56 3.96 .60 3.87 .67 3.65 .65 10.31 <.001 
KIND2 4.03 .69 3.91 .60 3.76 .68 3.62 .69 9.24 <.001 
KIND3 4.11 .55 3.85 .54 3.78 .67 3.67 .60 6.44 <.001 
HOPE1 4.28 .57 3.97 .68 3.92 .58 3.62 .69 14.33 <.001 
HOPE2 4.25 .62 3.97 .69 3.91 .63 3.64 .77 11.02 <.001 
HOPE3 4.27 .52 3.92 .69 3.90 .69 3.64 .78 9.24 <.001 
HONS1 3.69 .70 3.53 .68 3.43 .78 3.29 .68 4.53 .004 
HONS2 3.72 .67 3.52 .61 3.34 .71 3.27 .73 6.79 <.001 
HONS3 3.82 .71 3.47 .68 3.43 .71 3.25 .70 8.28 <.001 
PRUD1 3.66 .67 3.59 .67 3.42 .76 3.41 .70 2.78 .04 
PRUD2 3.73 .68 3.61 .67 3.51 .78 3.41 .71 2.93 .03 
PRUD3 3.82 .64 3.62 ,62 3.61 .70 3.47 .74 3.31 .02 
PERS1 3.86 .59 3.50 .69 3.47 .76 3.19 .77 10.84 <.001 
PERS2 3.86 .64 3.55 .62 3.48 .74 3.29 .73 8.34 <.001 
PERS3 3.91 .74 3.57 .65 3.51 .72 3.30 .80 8.65 <.001 
Note: LS = life satisfaction, PE = peer problems, PR = prosociality, PS = positive 
emotion, GR = gratitude, KIND = kindness, HONS = honesty, PERS = perseverance. 
Digits indicated at which wave each outcome was measured. Class 1 = high and 
increasing spirituality; Class 2 = high-average and stable; Class 3 = low-average and 
stable; and Class 4 = low and stable spirituality. Peer relationships is reverse scored, 






Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) for pairwise comparisons of outcome variables by 
membership in a latent class predicting spirituality growth curves (LGMM) 
 
 1 vs 2 1 vs 3 1 vs 4 2 vs 3 2 vs 4 3 vs 4 
LS1 0.60 0.59 0.80 -0.03 0.17 0.21 
LS2 0.59 0.57 0.94 -0.06 0.36 0.44 
LS3 0.44 0.45 0.75 0.02 0.34 0.31 
PE1 -0.33 -0.34 -0.46 -0.01 -0.11 -0.11 
PE2 -0.21 -0.12 -0.31 0.10 -0.08 -0.18 
PE3 -0.22 -0.15 -0.32 0.08 -0.09 -0.17 
PR1 0.15 0.28 0.34 0.12 0.18 0.06 
PR2 0.14 0.20 0.44 0.07 0.32 0.24 
PR3 0.26 0.32 0.52 0.10 0.33 0.21 
PS1 0.52 0.50 0.70 -0.01 0.18 0.19 
PS2 0.39 0.49 0.79 0.10 0.43 0.34 
PS3 0.30 0.40 0.50 0.10 0.21 0.13 
GR1 0.24 0.33 0.61 0.10 0.41 0.31 
GR2 0.46 0.51 0.90 0.05 0.46 0.41 
GR3 0.54 0.61 0.85 0.08 0.33 0.25 
KIND1 0.31 0.44 0.81 0.14 0.50 0.33 
KIND2 0.18 0.39 0.59 0.23 0.45 0.20 
KIND3 0.48 0.54 0.77 0.12 0.32 0.17 
HOPE1 0.50 0.63 1.05 0.08 0.51 0.47 
HOPE2 0.43 0.54 0.88 0.09 0.45 0.38 
HOPE3 0.59 0.62 0.98 0.03 0.38 0.35 
HONS1 0.23 0.35 0.58 0.14 0.35 0.19 
HONS2 0.31 0.55 0.64 0.27 0.37 0.10 
HONS3 0.50 0.55 0.81 0.06 0.32 0.26 
PRUD1 0.10 0.34 0.37 0.24 0.26 0.01 
PRUD2 0.18 0.30 0.46 0.14 0.29 0.13 
PRUD3 0.32 0.31 0.51 0.02 0.22 0.19 
PERS1 0.57 0.58 0.99 0.04 0.42 0.37 
PERS2 0.49 0.55 0.83 0.10 0.38 0.26 










Differences between four latent classes on mean levels of each underlying continuous 
latent factor of positive character at Time 1 
 
Note: Scores represent standardized Z scores on the latent variable representing each 





Average latent growth curves of spirituality for each latent class identified in the 
LGMM analysis 
 
Note: Spirituality represents a factor analytically derived score on latent spirituality as 
indicated by the spirituality subscale of the VIA and intrinsic religiosity, personal 








Outcome variables by membership in a latent class predicting spirituality growth curves (LGMM) over all three time periods. 
 
 
Note: LS = life satisfaction, PE = peer problems, PR = prosociality, PS = positive emotion, GR = gratitude, KIND = kindness, HONS = honesty, 
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